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During the past thirty-five years many commentators have expressed concern about declining support for the American political system, noting familiar evidence of the steady erosion in electoral turnout (Stanley and Niemi 1995, 78; Teixeira 1992) , falling participation in political parties (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993) , plummeting levels of political trust (Lipset and Schneider 1987) , and weakening civic engagement (Putnam 1995a) . Evidence for declining confidence in American government is well-established. The standard National Election Study measures show that in 1954 threequarters of the American public trusted government in Washington to do what was right 'just about always or most of the time'. By 1994, a quarter of the public proved as trusting. Moreover how far Americans trust each other--or social trust-has also fallen by more than a third since the early sixties (Uslaner 1995; Putnam 1995a) .
Not all the evidence points in the same direction, and some alternative forms of political activity may have risen over time (Verba et al. 1995, 7&7 1) . Moreover comparative research (Klingemann and Fuchs 1995) provides no evidence for a uniform secular decline in electoral turnout and confidence in government across advanced democracies, as sometimes assumed by observers. Nevertheless it is widely believed that American democracy has been experiencing a crisis of legitimacy, with angry voters disillusioned by Washington politics as usual.
Many commentators like James Fallows (1996) and Neil Postman (1985) , as well as theorists like Roderick Hart (1994) , have argued that a complex range of factors have contributed towards growing cynicism and apathy about American politics, including events like Watergate, Iran-Contra, and the House banking scandal. But, these critics claim, television is to blame as one of the major culprits. This argument has been commonly heard over the years but rarely defined very clearly, much less systematically proven. The extensive literature on political participation has largely ignored the role of the media in this process. Studies have focussed instead on the 'macro' conditions of participation set by the political system, such as registration laws, voting facilities, and the salience of elections (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980; Powell 1982; Crewe 1981 ; Franklin 1996; van de Eijk and Franklin 1996) ; the 'micro' conditions influencing individual citizens, such as their socioeconomic background, education, age and gender, as well as resources of time and money (Verba and Nie 1972; Verba, Nie and Kim 1980; Verba, Schlozman and Brady 1995) ; and the 'intermediate' conditions set by mobilizing agencies like parties and interest groups (Piven and Cloward 1988; Rosenstone and Hanson 1993) . Only recently have scholars started to legitimize the popular chorus of criticism about the media's role in this process.
In 'Tuning In, Tuning Out: The Strange Disappearance of Social Capital' Robert Putnam develops a powerful indictment of American television (see the December 1995 issue of PS: Political Science & Politics). In this paper, originally presented as the Ithiel de Sola Pool Lecture at the 1995 APSA Annual Convention, Putnam argues that television in America has contributed decisively towards the erosion of social capital and civic engagement. 'Social capital' is understood as the dense networks of norms and social trust which enable participants to cooperate in the pursuit of shared objectives. Putnam argues that the more we connect with other people, on a face-to-face basis within the community, the more we trust them (Putnam 1994 (Putnam , 1995a ; see also Brehm and Rahn 1995) .
The puzzle which Putnam seeks to explain is why America's stock of social capital has been shrinking for more than a quarter century, as demonstrated by the decline in membership of social groups and voluntary associations, and in many forms of collective political participation such as attending town meetings, or working for political parties (Putnam 1995a) . After considering a wide range of factors which could have led towards civic disengagement in America, including trends in the structure of the economy, changes in the family, and the growth of the welfare state, Putnam argues that this trend has been closely associated with the arrival of television. Based on analysis of the General Social Survey data from 1974-94, controlling for a range of demographic factors like education, age and income, the study found that the amount of television viewing was strongly and negatively related to social trust, group membership, and voting turnout, whereas the same correlations with newspaper readings were found to be positive (Putnam 1995b, 678) . The effects of television have been most marked, it is argued, upon the post-war genera-tion. Putnam claims that television has destroyed social capital most obviously through displacing social and leisure activities outside the home, but he also suggests, based on secondary studies (Gerbner et al. 1980) , that television may have produced a more misanthropic view of the world among viewers.
Putnam focuses upon the effects of television on social trust and group activism. Others have commonly argued that it is the media's coverage of election campaigns, in particular, which has contributed towards the long-term decay in political trust and involvement. The strands of this argument have been articulated most clearly by Thomas Patterson (1993) in Out of Order, which presents a powerful critique of the media. As an institution, Patterson argues, the press is unsuited to the new powers which it has acquired. In particular, journalistic values tend towards an antipolitics bias, skeptical of the major institutions in society, focusing on campaign strategy (who is ahead, who behind) at the expense of issues. The press over-emphasizes change rather than consistency, inside-the-beltway op-ed criticism rather than government success, and questions of personal character at the expense of dry policy debate. Parties tend to be portrayed in an overwhelmingly negative light. Among the public it is argued this produces an excessively cynical, ill-informed, and negative view of politicians, which drives a wedge between candidates and voters, and increases mistrust of the electoral process. As a result, Patterson concludes, voters are poorly informed and ill-equipped to select the best candidate in a crowded nomination race: "A press-based electoral system is not a suitable basis for that most pivotal of all decisions, the choice of a president (Patterson 1993, 52) ."
Yet despite the appeal of these claims, which seem to strike a popular chord, many of the attacks on the media are drawn in black-andwhite terms, as though there is one television experience, rather than multiple channels and programs, and one audience, rather than different types of viewers. There has been surprisingly little attempt carefully to establish the antecedent factors which condition the media's ability to shape the public's trust and civic engagement. In particular we do not know whether the public is affected by the simple amount of television viewing, as Putnam (1995b) claims, or whether the contents of what people watch is equally important. All things being equal, we might expect that viewers who were devoted to the The Newshour with Jim Lehrer, C-SPAN, and Nightline might end up as rather well-informed citizens who were well-equipped to become engaged in public life. In other countries like Britain there seems to be a positive link between regularly watching the television news and levels of political knowledge, participation, and efficacy (Norris 1996) . From a wealth of previous research in political communications we might also expect that the characteristics of the people who receive the news might condition how they are influenced: for example, partisans might be expected to be less persuadable than independents. Nor have we clearly disentangled the relationship between different indicators of declining support for the American political system. Too often trends over time in social trust, confidence in government, civic engagement, and political participation are banded together without analysing whether these factors are actually linked. Yet the relationship may not be straightforward. For example, observers often blame declining confidence in government for the fall in electoral participation, yet studies have found that trusting citizens are not more likely to vote, engage in campaign activities, or be interested in politics (Citrin 1974; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993) . Theoretically these factors may be unrelated, so that the media may perhaps produce a more skeptical public without any significant consequences for political activism. In the light of this debate, the aim of this paper is to reexamine the impact of the media on civic engagement and political participation in America.
Data and Methods
Data for this study comes from The American Citizen Participation Study, 1990, directed by Verba, Schlozman, Brady and Nie (1995) , which provides the largest and most comprehensive cross-sectional data set on the nature and origins of the political activities of the American public. The study used a two-stage design, with a large random sample of 15,000 members of the public, allowing the selection of a sub-sample of activists for more intensive interviews. These data include a range of items measuring attention to television (news, current affairs programs, and total hours consumption), newspapers, and radio talk-shows (see Appendix A).
The data also provide a wealth of information about all forms of voluntary political activism. These are classified into eight different types, using the definitions provided by Verba et al. (1995) , including voting, campaign work, campaign contributions, contacting government officials, protesting, being a member of a range of organization (like veteran's clubs, religious groups, trade unions, sports clubs, neighborhood groups, and charitable associations), and informal community activity to solve a local issue or problem (for details of the categories see Verba et al. 1995: Appendix B) . This includes items about parties and elections which are usually seen as 'conventional' political participation, as well as those like membership of sports clubs and community groups, which are closer to Putnam's notion of civic engagement.
Before proceeding we should acknowledge that a major limitation of cross-sectional survey analysis is the problem of disentangling the direction of causality. On the one hand it seems most plausible that watching television news or reading about public affairs would encourage people to become more active in politics. Through paying attention to the news people should become more aware of the serious problems facing their community or the nation, and the role of the government, voluntary associations, and community groups in trying to How many hours of TV watched?
1 and Figure 1 , confirm the thesis that the amount of time people spent watching television was significantly correlated with every type of political participation. Across every category, the more people watched, the less active they were. Those who had joined organizations like a sports club or church group, for example, spent about 2.5 hours per day watching television, compared with 3.3 hours for non-members. Moreover heavy viewers also proved less interested in national and local community politics, and less likely to engage in political discussions.
Yet the results also demonstrate that the amount of television which people watch gives only a partial insight into the effects of the media. If we turn to the content of what people watched the picture changes. Those who regularly tuned into the network news were significantly more likely to be involved in all types of political activity, and the relationship between watching public affairs programs on television and civic engagement proved even stronger. This indicates that we should not blame television watching per se for politSource: American Citizen Participation Study, 1990 FIGURE 2 How often view current affairs programs Source: American Citizen Participation Study, 1990 ical disengagement, as Putnam suggests (1995b), but rather the contents of what people are watching. Those who are tuning into network news and current affairs programs are also heavily engaged in public life. Newspaper readership was even more significantly related to activism, although interestingly those who regularly tuned into talk shows on radio did not seem to be stimulated to participate in other forms of politics.
These preliminary results are interesting yet it could be that the relationships we have examined so far are spurious, if they are produced by differences in the social background of the audience for different media. It is well-established that those who regularly read newspapers, listen to talk radio, and view television news are not distributed equally among all groups. Just over half of all adults report reading a daily newspaper, and readers tend to be disproportionately older, white, more affluent, well-educated, and male, with the generational gap growing over the years (Stanley and Niemi 1995, 4% 49) . About 14 percent of the population regularly watch network news on a weekday night, and viewers tend to be older than average, and slightly less affluent, although in other regards they form a fairly representative cross-section of the American population, with little difference by gender, race, and education (Stanley and Niemi 1995, 48-49) . Listeners to talkshow radio are more distinctive since they tend to be better educated, more often male, more politicised and more conservative than the average American (Kohut and Parker 1996) .
Since these background variables may also affect civic engagement we need to analyze whether the relationship between media use and political activism continues after controlling for the education, gender, employment status, race, age, and family income of the audience. Using OLS regression analysis, as shown in Table 2 , the strongest and most consistent predictor of different types of activism proved to be education, influencing every category except informal community work. Generational differences were also evident, with older citizens far more likely to vote, give campaign donations, and be members of organizations, although less likely to be involved in protest activity like demonstrations, as many other studies have found. Income differentials proved a strong predictor of campaign contributors, but also of voting, campaign work, and membership of organizations. In this analysis the modest gender differences proved insignificant, while race was only significantly related to contact activity and joining organizations.
After controlling for these factors, newspaper readership continued to be significantly associated with six out of eight indicators of activism, with a particularly strong relationship with voting. In contrast, once we had controlled for background, watching current affairs programs was only significant on four indicators. Watching television news was associated with social engagement, although not directly with any of the conventional forms of political participation. Once controls were introduced, the amount of television which people watched rarely proved significant except for voting and informal community activity. Lastly, contrary to the assumption that listen- ers to talk-show radio would be As the results in Table 3 show, est, indeed the strongest predictor more politicized, listenership again education and income consisof these attitudes in the equation. proved to be insignificantly related tently proved to be significant indiJust as consistently, the hours peoto activism.
cators of political attitudes, as ple spent watching television was many studies have found, while age negatively associated with these
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and race were also related to politiattitudes: people who watch a great Attitudes cal knowledge. Turning to the meadeal of television know less about sures of media use, reading newspolitics, feel less able to affect govIn addition to the direct effects papers was positively associated ernment, and are less interested in on civic engagement, critics have with knowledge, efficacy and interpolitics. To this extent, the comcommonly charged television with mon charge against the medium producing a cynical and ill-inwas sustained, although the direcformed public, alienated from gov- ican society has made it an easy pected to vary according to social aise in public life. Yet the very per-vasiveness, like the air around us, makes it particularly difficult to establish the truth of the charges.
The analysis presented in this study suggests that the relationship between civic engagement and television viewership is more complex than sometimes suggested. While the amount of television viewing does seem to support the Putnam thesis, other evidence regarding what American viewers tune into suggests that watching news, and particularly current affairs programs from Nightline to 60 minute.^ does not seem to be damaging to the democratic health of society, and may even prove beneficial. In short, the charge that television is the root cause of the lack of confidence and trust in American democracy seems on this basis (in the weaker version) unproven, and (in the stronger claim) to be deeply implausible.
We get, from American television, a diversity of channels, programs and choices. If some choose C-Spun, Meet the Press, and C N N World N e~. s , they are likely to end up somewhat more interested in the complex problems and issues facing American government at the end of the twentieth century. Could we be better informed and more involved'? Of course. But compared with most democracies America is already high as a nation of joiners, with a dense network of civic associations. And it is not self-evident that turning off the television, and talking with our neighbors, or even going bowling, is necessarily the best way of addressing the long-term problems of confidence in American government or trust in a deeply-divided American society.
Appendix A
Media Use was measured by the following items:
TV-HOURS: how many hours per day respondents had watched television in the past seven days. TV-NEWS: how often respondents had watched national news broadcasts (using a seven point scale). TV-PUBAFF: how often respondents had watched public affairs programs (using a seven point scale). NEWSPAPER: How often respondents had read a newspaper (READNEWS). how much attention they paid to national politics and public affairs in newspapers (READNAT). and how much attention they paid to local politics and community affairs in newspapers (READLOC).
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The intercorrelations between these measures are presented below. The results show that some of the items were significantly related to each other: frequent watchers of television news often also watched television public affairs and read newspapers. Those who often watched television public affairs programs were also often newspaper readers. Nevertheless. although statistically significant, none of these correlations proved particularly strong. Since we are interested in exploring the relationship between different types of media use this suggests it is legitimate to treat these as independent variables which are not measiring the same thing.
Measures of Participation.
These follow the conventions which are outlined in Appendix B of Verba et al. (1995) . except that in this study no distinction is drawn between 'political' and 'non-political' organizational membership.
The types of activity which are included in the study are voting. campaign work, donating campaign money, contacting officials, protesting, belonging to an organization, and informal activity within the community to solve a local problem. Summing these categories produce a total activity scale.
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